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Abstract 
The purpose of this research paper was to determine the effect of visual arts on 
comprehension skills of 3
rd
 grade students.  The research study was implemented in a 3
rd
 
grade classroom with the inclusion of an art teacher for a time period of 8 weeks during 
the months of April and May.  We collected data to assess whether a visual arts project 
would affect comprehension scores on a quiz.  We also collected pre and post attitude 
surveys and met with 2 focus groups.  The results of this research indicated there was a 
slight increase of comprehension scores when a visual arts project was completed before 
the assessment.  We plan to continue to monitor the success of our students’ 
comprehension when we add a visual arts project to the curriculum. 
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“The integration of cross-curriculum teaching techniques has been demonstrated to 
improve overall student performance.  Teachers striving to incorporate art inspired 
instruction into their classrooms may enhance the students’ overall performance in other 
content areas.” (Hopper, 2010, p.3) 
To enhance literacy, schools should be integrating art in all areas.  Art programs 
promote creative thinking, opportunities for cognitive work, as well as give students 
better problem-solving skills in the areas of math and science as well as reading.  Better 
habits of learning come from the idea that art gives students a more flexible way of 
thinking.   
The setting of our action research will be in Kelsey’s 3
rd
 grade classroom.  Kim is a 
traveling art teacher that visits Kelsey’s room one time every week for 50 minutes.  There 
are 22 students in the 3
rd
 grade classroom.  There are 10 boys and 12 girls.  The student’s 
abilities range in reading skills from advanced readers to below grade level readers.  
Kelsey has a cluster group of gifted and talented students.  Five students receive g/t 
(gifted/talented) services for Math and 6 receive g/t services for Reading.  There are 2 
Special Education students. One is OHI and the other is Autistic.  6 students receive 
either Title I Math or Reading services once a day every day of the week.  Our school is 
about 70% free and reduced lunches, 11.2% of students are English Language Learners, 
and 14.1% of students are currently on an IEP (Individualized Education Plan). 
We read many articles on the effects of visual arts on reading comprehension.  We 
found information and data to support out topic of study.  Students become more 
involved and active learners when it comes to doing an assignment that is “artsy” as 
opposed to passive, bored learners when no art is involved.  “Officials further noted that 
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arts provide opportunities for students to feel successful because arts offer a variety of 
learning opportunities that meet a wide range of intelligences and learning styles.” 
(Gullat, 2007, p.214) Teaching to multiple intelligences is a long range goal of teachers.  
Since there are multiple intelligences among students, being able to reach some of them 
through artwork is an important task.  A teacher’s main goal is to get through the 
curriculum in a timely fashion as advised by our districts.  The children that would 
benefit from art implementation are suddenly those that are slipping through the cracks 
because teachers cannot find time to incorporate art projects into their already full days. 
It also holds true that art teachers should be incorporating reading strategies into their 
instruction so students have practice reading with every subject they are studying.  
Including reading about art in the art class will help students solidify concepts and 
vocabulary the teacher gives them orally. 
“Student benefits of art integration include: Elaborate and creative thinking and 
problem solving, verbal and nonverbal expressive abilities, applied learning in new 
contexts, increased skills in collaboration, increased self-confidence, and higher 
motivation” (Brown, 2007, p.173)  The benefits listed above aid students in every subject 
area as well as real world situations.  Students that are able to apply their learning in new 
contexts will show advancement in reading comprehension by being able to make 
connections.  Connections apply to their personal life, other texts they have read and 
other things that they have experienced through media and real-world situations.  
Students that are able to connect to texts in various ways have a better understanding of 
what they are reading.  
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Art plays a part in every student’s school career.  Art teaches students to be aware 
of details in their lives.  Whether it be walking across the street while looking for cars, 
knowing where a ball is in a sports game, or paying attention to details in a story, 
observation and awareness is key. “Art instruction guides students’ observations of the 
world around them.  This increased aesthetic perception of natural and manmade 
phenomena enhances students’ sensibilities impacting artwork, writing and observational 
skills” (Andrzejczak, 2005, p.2). Students are aware that art is about adding details, 
therefore, if art is an integral part of a student’s schooling, they will carry over their 
attention to details in reading and writing.   
“In one reading strategy called “Talking Drawings”, students are asked to create 
mental pictures of topics they will be studying” (Paquette, 2007, p.66). The teacher 
chooses a text, usually a non-fiction text, and asks students to draw what they know about 
the topic before she reads the passage.  After the teacher is finished reading the passage, 
the student is asked to either redraw their picture or add to the one they previously made.  
This is a creative way of doing a KWL chart with students.  It is more engaging for the 
students because they have to pay attention to details more closely so they can add to 
their pictures at the end.  This method helps students organize their thinking, remember 
what is being read, and construct more meaning from the passage.  Students can carry on 
this strategy in any book they read by drawing scenes as they read and adding more detail 
as they get further into their text. 
Art can be used to check comprehension in many ways.  Asking a student to draw 
of picture of what they have read about will show a teacher if a child has remembered 
any aspects from the book or passage read. If a student draws only a picture of the topic 
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with no relation to the story, it shows that they have previous knowledge on the topic, but 
that they do not comprehend the story that is being read.  Drawing pictures of a story may 
also help students figure out what the main idea of a passage or story is and make that 
connection when reading other stories.   
When children are drawing pictures of what they are reading, it shows teachers 
what the student was visualizing as they were going through the text.  Assessing 
children’s artwork is another way to find out which students need interventions in the 
area of remembering details and other particular information.  Students like to express 
their knowledge in a meaningful way, and using art is a way for them to feel confident in 
the way they express themselves since art, at the primary levels, is a non-threatening 
concept.  
“One of the surest ways to improve reading comprehension with art is with graphs 
and charts. Since these are visual representations of information, it makes sense, and 
teachers in ALL subject areas would see improvement in comprehension if they put these 
to work for them” (Art in Education May Be Used to Increase Reading Comprehension 
Skills, 2011).  Charts, graphs and graphic organizers are great ways to keep students’ 
thoughts clear and organized.  Students are able to make sketches and drawings alongside 
their organizers which make both sides of the brain work together. Memory happens 
when both sides of the brain are actively working.  This is a good tool to use to help 
students remember and comprehend important vocabulary terms especially if it is an area 
of difficulty.   
Looking at illustrations in books is another way teachers can easily incorporate art 
in their daily teaching.  Illustrations help prompt image making, can make reading more 
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enjoyable to some students and result in more positive behaviors towards reading in 
general.  Illustrations can provide students with knowledge that they do not have previous 
to reading a new text.  Poor readers, especially, will take illustrations and use them as 
tools for understanding.  Illustrations help readers convey important information and help 
develop a deeper understanding of the book. Another way to use illustrations is to read a 
picture book about a person or event before reading a longer more in-depth book about a 
topic to build background knowledge. This way, a student is able to picture the events in 
their brain easier as they read a different text that may have fewer illustrations.   
Paying attention to details in picture books help students develop an 
understanding of what a culture might be like or how a character might be feeling.  
Illustrators take time to make sure that their pictures tell a story as well as the text that it 
follows.  By noting the details in a picture book students will develop a background 
knowledge they may be able to draw upon in the future.  Picture books help develop 
visual literacy and can be especially helpful for the novice or emerging readers.  When 
readers develop visual literacy they are able to connect with a text and can help them 
compose expression within a text.   
 Using visual arts in the classroom has many benefits.  It would be an advantage to 
many students if teachers integrated art into the regular curriculum.  Art gives students an 
opportunity to apply what they know and what they have learned into a visual 
representation that they do not feel threatened to create.  Through our research on the 
topic of visual arts and how it impacts students in a positive way we have decided that 
our topic will be “What effect will visual arts have on reading comprehension for 3rd 
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grade learners?”  The next section will explain the research process we used to research 
our question. 
Description of Research Process 
 For our study, we researched the effect that visual art has on reading 
comprehension for 3
rd
 grade learners.  Our research was implemented in one classroom 
over the course of 6 weeks in the months of April and May of 2013.  Our data collection 
sources included 2 attitude surveys, comprehension quizzes, and 2 focus groups.  Student 
work collected included student-made artworks after each passage. 
We began our research by having a conversation about what was going to happen 
over the next few weeks and what our project was about.  We asked the students orally 
how they felt about reading and art. We also inquired if they felt that doing an art activity 
that goes along with reading may or may not help them remember details to a story.  
After having a discussion with the class, they completed a short attitude survey (see 
Appendix A). The survey had 3 open-ended questions and 3 yes/no questions.  Some 
questions required very little effort for the students to answer; such as, if they liked 
reading and art. The open-ended questions asked their input on why they would think that 
doing artwork would help them remember a story better, and what their favorite parts of 
reading and art were. 
Next, we searched for grade-appropriate reading selections that included 
comprehension questions. We made sure the materials we utilized were similar to 
questions that they are used to answering on regular school assessments.  We found a 
website of a teacher who published short stories for 3
rd 
graders along with a 
comprehension quiz for each passage (see Appendices B-I).  We chose 8 different 
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passages.  Each passage is 3 or 4 paragraphs in length followed by an 8-10 question 
comprehension quiz consisting of fill in the blank and multiple choice questions.  We had 
the students read the selection to themselves, followed by an oral reading from the 
teacher.  The comprehension questions were also read out loud.  The 8 stories and 
comprehension questions we chose to use were “Loggerhead Sea Turtle” (see Appendix 
B), “Buffalo of the Great Plains” (see Appendix C), “Butterflies” (see Appendix D), 
“Benjamin Franklin” (see Appendix E), “Emperor Penguins” (see Appendix F), “Harriet 
Tubman” (see Appendix G), “The Silk Road” (see Appendix H), and “Christopher 
Columbus” (see Appendix I). 
We decided to do four comprehension quizzes immediately following the reading 
of the passages.  The other four comprehension quizzes were given on the same day, after 
the reading and the art project.  We alternated having the students reading and taking 
their quiz with and without the art project throughout our research process.   We 
projected each passage onto the Smart Board so all students were able to see. Students 
were invited to sit closer to the screen if they needed to.  Students were given adequate 
time to read the selection to themselves. After they finished reading the selection, it was 
read out loud by the teacher.  When doing our research without the art piece, the student 
was given the comprehension quiz immediately following the oral reading of the passage.  
There were additional steps included when doing the artwork in conjunction with 
reading the passages. When the students were creating their art, the passage was left on 
the screen for reference.  After reading “Loggerhead Sea Turtle” students were asked to 
get out a pencil, black Sharpie and either crayons or colored pencils.  The teacher 
provided a 9inx12in piece of white construction paper.  The students were instructed to 
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use their pencil to create a picture of a Loggerhead Sea Turtle with as many details from 
the story as they were able to put on their paper.  After they completed the details to the 
best of their ability they were then instructed to use a Sharpie to draw over the pencil 
lines and to color in their turtle with colored pencils or crayons, adding any other details 
they saw fit.  The comprehension quiz for this passage was completed after their artwork 
was completed.  When the reading of “Butterflies” was completed, the students were 
asked to get out a pencil, black Sharpie, colored pencils or crayons.  The teacher provided 
the 9inx12in white construction paper.  The students were then asked to divide their 
paper into fourths.  Next they were asked to draw the four stages of a butterfly life cycle.  
They were again asked to be as meticulous as possible.  When they were finished with 
their details they were instructed to trace their pencil lines with Sharpie and add color and 
details with crayons or colored pencils.  The next passage that included an art project was 
“Emperor Penguins”.  The medium for this project was Fimo clay. This is a type of clay 
that doesn’t harden until it is baked. This project took two 50 minute art periods to 
complete.  The first class period they built the main structure of the penguin which 
included the midsection, wings, and head with black clay. The second class period 
focused on the details of the Emperor Penguin including his “dirty white” belly, the 
orange beak, and the yellow stripe on the side of its neck.  The students were allowed to 
choose a base color that the sculpture would stand on.  They were also given freedom to 
add one “silly” detail such as a hat or crown. The last passage that included artwork was 
“The Silk Road”.  Students again were asked to take out a pencil, black Sharpie, and 
colored pencils or crayons.  The teacher provided a 9inx12in piece of white construction 
paper.  This passage gave them a little more freedom of what they wanted to draw.  The 
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students were instructed to draw with pencil a picture that would depict the main ideas of 
the passage including as many details as possible. When they were finished they were 
asked to trace over their pencil marks with Sharpie and color in the details using colored 
pencils or crayons. 
After our data collection was complete, the students were asked to fill out another 
Attitude Survey (see Appendix J).  The survey included questions as to how they felt 
about themselves as readers and artists.  It also gave them an opportunity to rate their 
level of interest in the areas of reading and art.  Other questions examined if they would 
rather draw or write about what they have learned from a reading and if drawing pictures 
helps them to understand what they have read. 
The last step of our data collection included a student focus group (see Appendix 
K).  We met with 2 different small groups of 4 students in each group ranging in reading 
and comprehension ability.  We asked 3 open-ended questions and took notes on their 
responses. Questions included do you think doing artwork will help you remember a 
story better and what are some different ways you could add art to a reading class?   
Upon completing our data collection, we formulated answers to our question, 
“What effect will visual arts have on reading comprehension for 3rd grade learners?”  In 
the next section we will analyze our data and determine if implementing a visual arts 
project enhances students’ reading comprehension skills. 
Analysis of Data 
 Our research consisted of gathering data in Kelsey’s 3
rd
 grade classroom.  We 
gathered data for about 8 weeks in the months of April and May.  Kelsey was in charge 
of reading the passages and giving the comprehension quizzes. Kim was in charge of 
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implementing a visual arts project for 4 of the passages.  We were both involved with the 
grading of the quizzes.  In analyzing our data, we used pre and post attitude surveys, 
comprehension quizzes, and focus groups.  Our goal for the analysis portion was to 
examine whether visual arts has an effect on reading comprehension. 
 Prior to starting our research we supplied the students with an attitude survey (see 
Appendix A). The survey provided insight on what their favorite parts of art and reading 
are and if they think doing artwork will help increase their comprehension of a story.  
One of the open-ended questions was; “Why do you think artwork will help you 
remember a story?”  The reason we had the students answer this question was so we 
could mention it throughout our project and be able to use their words to remind them 
why artwork may help them with their comprehension skills.  Out of the 22 students in 
the classroom, 20 completed the survey.  Of the students surveyed, 50% answered the 
question stated above with the response that doing artwork after reading a story will help 
them remember the story by looking back at their artwork.  In addition, 15% of the 
students replied they would be able to see what the story was about by looking back at 
their artwork.  We could tell already by this first piece of data that we had a visual group 
of students that should respond positively to our research. 
 While executing our action research project we decided to alternate giving the 
students the comprehension quiz with the art project and without the art project.  The 
students read 4 different passages and were given comprehension quizzes after 
completing 4 different visual arts projects relating to the passages.  The students scored a 
mean of 7.5 questions correct after completing a drawing and a quiz on “The Loggerhead 
Sea Turtle,” a mean of 4.5 questions correct after completing a drawing and a quiz on 
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“Butterflies,” a mean of 5.8 questions correct after completing a clay project and a quiz 
on “Emperor Penguins,” and a mean score of 4.2 after completing a drawing and quiz on 
“The Silk Road” (see Figure 1).  While observing the students working on their art 
projects we noticed conversations happening about their art.  This seemed to give them 
additional insight into the details they wanted to include in their projects by having 
conversations with their peers. Another observation made was when the students were 
taking their comprehension quizzes, they were answering quicker and with more 
confidence after having completed their visual arts projects. 
 
Figure 1. The mean scores of comprehension quizzes that included a visual arts project. 
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The students were given an additional 4 passages and comprehension quizzes 
excluding the visual arts portion.  The students scored a mean of 6.2 after completing a 
quiz on “Buffalo of the Great Plains,” a mean of 4.8 after completing a quiz on 
“Benjamin Franklin,” a mean score of 6 after completing a quiz on “Harriet Tubman,” 
and a mean score of 4.3 after completing a quiz on “Christopher Columbus” (see Figure 
2).  
 
 
Figure 2. The mean scores of comprehension quizzes without a visual arts project. 
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to the story.  When students use multiple ways to monitor their understanding of the 
story, comprehension increases. 
 The next piece of data we looked at was another attitude survey.  We used a 
different attitude survey than we did at the beginning of the research.  The survey we 
ended with provided us with information about their attitudes towards reading and art and 
to what kind of learner each child is.  Of the 22 students that took the survey, 98% agreed 
or strongly agreed with the statement that they are a visual learner and 59% of the 
students agreed that they would rather draw a picture than write about what they have 
read.  However, only 41% of the students agreed with the statement that “Drawing 
pictures helps me understand what I read.”  From the data of the previous 2 questions, we 
thought that the students didn’t know exactly what the question was asking since their 
results showed that they seemed to be visual learners.   
 The last piece of our research was the focus groups.  We met with 2 different 
small groups consisting of 4 students each. The students ranged in reading and 
comprehension abilities.  We asked each group 3 different questions.  We took notes on 
how the students responded to each question and looked for commonalities in their 
responses.  The first question we asked each group was “Do you think doing artwork 
after reading helps you remember the story better? Why?”  A majority of the responses in 
both groups consisted of telling me that they think doing artwork after reading a story 
would help them remember a story better. Their reasons varied from “I can look at my 
picture and remember what the story was about” to “I try to put details in my pictures so I 
remember the details of the story better.”  The second question asked each group was 
“What are some different ways you think we could add art to reading class?” They 
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seemed to pull from previous experience in the classroom such as making timelines, 
comic strips and mobiles.  The last question was a general one about how they felt about 
helping us with our project.  One student mentioned that maybe next time we could pick 
different art projects to work on so they didn’t have to just draw all the time. A different 
student added to the previous statement by asking if painting would be appropriate. 
 After compiling our data and explaining our results we found that the students’ 
comprehension increased slightly when adding a visual arts project.   Next, we moved 
along into thinking about the future. How can we improve our research? What things 
need to change in order to give us more conclusive data?  By improving our research we 
hope to find that visual arts improve comprehension in reading. We will explain what 
will be done differently in our action plan.   
Action Plan 
 After analyzing our data we concluded that including a visual arts project with a 
reading passage increases reading comprehension in a 3
rd
 grade classroom.  In the future, 
we will continue to incorporate visual arts in all areas of classroom learning.  Different 
visual arts projects will consist of timelines, comic strip drawings, mobiles, and various 
other techniques.  Throughout the year our students will continue to demonstrate their 
comprehension skills through independent reading, partner reading, and small reading 
groups.  We will continue to monitor the success of our students’ comprehension when 
we add a visual arts project to the curriculum. 
 The results of our research have convinced us that including a visual arts project 
when reading a story is truly beneficial to the comprehension of a story.  Kelsey has 
reflected on her previous year of teaching and realized that the students were more 
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engaged in a story or subject when they were allowed to do something “fun” along with 
it.  For example, when observing a plant growing for a science lesson, the students looked 
forward to adding the little details in their journals each time they made a new 
observation of their plant growth. It is also nice to see student art hung in the classroom 
so having students create different pieces of art to be displayed will give them motivation 
to do their best.   
Educators are constantly asked to try new things in their classroom to improve 
student achievement.  Incorporating a visual arts project within all areas of the curriculum 
is something we can work towards as we move forward in our research.  Adding a piece 
of artwork with a reading, in any area, is a small and easy way to help improve 
comprehension. By sharing our findings and telling of our success of our research with 
others, we will be able to reach more students.  We believe that not all students are visual 
learners; therefore, we need to appeal to other learners in the classroom as well such as 
the kinesthetic and auditory learners.   
Adding performance/acting to show comprehension is an example of how we 
could reach a kinesthetic and auditory learner.  By adding this type of tool, the students 
will be focusing on details such as setting, what the characters are wearing and the 
different props that characters use during the course of a story. A play would also keep 
students more aware to recall specific events of the story.  By reading and rereading their 
play, fluency will also improve as well as their confidence. 
 Another way to add visual arts would be to have students present what they have 
read orally in front of the class, small group, or teacher.  In addition to an oral report, they 
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could have a poster designed to go along with their report that could show a critical part 
of the story or simply their favorite part of the story.   
 There are many changes that we would make to improve our research in the 
future.  One thing we would change is to make sure that when we are comparing a 
comprehension quiz with and without an artwork, that the reading passages are similar. 
For example, both the passages should be about an animal or about a person.  We think 
that if we would have been more consistent with the types of passages the students read 
and were quizzed on, our results would have shown more of an increase when a visual 
arts project was included with a reading.  Another thing we could have changed would 
have been to use 4 different mediums when completing the artworks so the students 
would have more variety.  This also came through when talking with our students during 
our focus groups at the end of our research project.  Kelsey has thought about 
incorporating many different mediums with art projects that go along with the curriculum 
with the help of Kim’s resources as an art teacher in our school. 
 Writing is an area that our district is currently trying to embrace and enhance.  In 
addition to adding visual arts to all area of the curriculum, it would be beneficial to add a 
small writing piece to go along with each piece of art that the students create.  Therefore 
the students that are not as confident in their art skills, may shine in the area or writing. 
 Kim has decided that she will include more literature in her curriculum that will 
mesh well with her planned curriculum.  She will work on finding appropriate literature 
to enhance her teaching units.  With the addition of literature in her art class, 
reinforcement of how important literature is will resonate with the students.    
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 With the conclusion of our research, we hope to advocate for visual literacy 
inclusion in all areas of curriculum.  We hope to share our ideas not only with colleagues 
but with our specialists and principal by means of PLC’s and staff meetings.  With the 
ease of adding art into daily work in classrooms, we hope to reach more students and 
improve comprehension as a whole. 
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Appendix A 
 
 
 Name________________________________ 
 
Do you like reading? 
 
Do you like art? 
 
Do you think doing artwork would help you remember a 
story? 
 
Why do you think doing artwork would help you remember 
a story? 
 
What is your favorite part about reading? 
 
What is your favorite part about doing art? 
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Appendix K 
 
Focus Group Questions 
 
1 Do you think doing artwork after reading helps you remember the story better?  Why? 
 
2 What are some different ways you think you could add art to a reading class? 
 
3 Do you have anything to add about what Mrs. Maki and I have done with you in 
regards to our project? 
 
 
 
